CHAPTER VII JOAO FERNANDEZ AND THE CORTE REALS
EFORE proceeding with the further explorations of the English on the coasts of North America, it is necessary to take account of the ^doings of the Portuguese, since their undertakings in the years 1499-1503 had an influence upon the Bristol adventurers and have also left a rich legacy of cartographical material. The Portuguese expeditions, like most others of early date, afford ground for controversy in the interpretation of their details. For our present purpose, however, we need only to establish an outline and to note certain salient dates. The account here given is based chiefly on those of Dr Biggar, as expressed in his Voyages of the Cabots and of the Corte-Reals (1903) and Precursors of Jacques Cartier (1911). The former work in particular is indispensable to students for its wealth of cartographical citation and illustration, and the latter for its textual reproduction of documents*
In the Azorean island of Terceira there lived in the last decade of the fifteenth century a small squire or landowner named Joao Fernandez. His status is described by the Portuguese term llabrador. The word is of some consequence, for it is likely that he was the man whose social description became a proper name which, after some vicissitudes, is now attached to the north-eastern coast of America, the Labrador whose inland boundary has recently been determined by a decision of the Privy Council. America, however, was not the region visited by Fernandez. "The land of the Labrador", as Dr Biggar has shown, was originally Greenland, and the story of the transference of the name to its present location is an interesting piece of detective work pursued amid the tortuous clues afforded by the early maps, whose authors themselves had often but the vaguest conception of the coasts they were trying to depict.
Joao Fernandez, like many of the islanders, was a sea-adventurer as well as a landowner. There are indications that as early as 1492 he was engaged in Atlantic discovery.1 The date makes it evident that his inspiration did not proceed from the voyages of Columbus but was a manifestation of the absorbing interest long felt by the Portuguese in the unknown Atlantic. There are indications, which will be discussed in the next chapter, that Fernandez was trading with Bristol at the time we first hear of him,
1 Biggar (1903), p. 52, citing Ernesto do Canto in Archivo dos Afores, VoL xn, paper entitled Quern den o nome do Labrador.